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Basic Course Forum: Adaptation 
Embracing Social Media in the  
Basic Communication Course: 
Recommendations for the Digital Age 
Soo-Kwang Oh, William Paterson University 
Jennifer S. Owlett, William Paterson University 
For communication scholars, the “bread and butter” (Dance, 2002), or “front 
porch” (Beebe, 2013), of the discipline is the basic course. The basic course is “that 
communication course either required or recommended for a significant number of 
undergraduates; that course which the department has, or would recommend as a 
requirement for all or most undergraduates” (Morreale, Hanna, Berko, & Gibson, 
1999, p. 3). Most departments provide either a public speaking or hybrid course as 
their basic course (Valenzano, Wallace, & Morreale, 2014). Part of maintaining this 
“porch” is understanding what adaptations are needed. The basic communication 
course has undergone several transformations since entering the communication 
curriculum. In 2016, Morreale and colleagues issued a call for additional adaptations 
to the basic communication course to be made. The goal of these changes is to 
“prepare all students for contemporary and future challenges to communication 
across interpersonal, group, and public contexts”(Morreale, Myers, Backlund, & 
Simonds, 2016, p. 353).  
One way in which to respond to this call is to examine how recent innovations in 
technology, like social media, have been applied to the basic communication 
classroom. Unfortunately, studies regarding instructors’ classroom social media is 
mixed. In some studies, up to 90% of teachers report that they do not use social 
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media for educational purposes (Bolkan, 2015). In comparison, other examinations 
(Morgan, Seaman, & Tinti-Kane, 2011) report that two-thirds of instructors have 
used social media as part of their lecture. One goal of this response is to encourage 
basic course instructors, directors, and administrators to adapt the basic course by 
more fully integrating social media into their programs. Reasons for this argument 
derive from two substantial changes: 1) a shift in how communication is practiced in 
the digital age and 2) the increasing diversity and specialization in the field. 
First, the nature of communication is changing. In the advent of the internet, 
communication has become more instantaneous, accessible, and interactive than ever 
(Livingstone, 2003). That is, new media’s wide connectivity has enabled more access 
to information and people to engage in communication with anyone around the 
world. As a result, communication has become two-way, blurring the sender-receiver 
distinction of mass communication (Rosen, 2008). In other words, those who used 
to be mere receivers in communication could now easily become senders by 
generating and distributing their own content (Bruns, 2008). Therefore, 
communication as practice may have a different meaning for today’s individuals—we 
argue that the case can be made especially for communication students, who 
generally display more interest and dexterity in using media. 
These developments have drastically changed different facets of communication, 
including self-representation (Thumim, 2012; Yee, Bailenson, & Ducheneaut, 2009), 
public address (Bohman, 2004; Carroll & Landry, 2010), interpersonal 
communication (Himelboim, Laricy, Tinkham, & Sweetser, 2012; Lingel & Naaman, 
2012), group communication (Preece & Maloney-Krichmar, 2003; Rosenberry, 2010; 
Wu Song, 2009), and marketing communication (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Dafonte-
Gomez, 2014; Holt, 2016). Scholars argue that communication education should 
embrace these changes. For instance, Engleberg (2016) argues that introductory 
communication instruction should be specified and broken down based on core 
competencies such as public speaking, interpersonal communication, group 
communication, and business/professional communication.  
Integrating social media into the curriculum also strengthens current student 
learning outcomes in the basic course. In this response, we will focus on examining 
how a hybrid approach, which is used at our university, can integrate social media 
into its curriculum. In this course, students are encouraged to meet several goals, or 
student learning outcomes (SLOs). One highlight of our BCC is concentration 
selection. Students are introduced to an array of communication topics, skills, and 
careers that they can pursue in each area. Social media help to bridge all of the 
2
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 29 [2017], Art. 11
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol29/iss1/11
 100 
 
concentrations. Three SLOs are relevant when considering how social media can 
benefit the basic course. 
First, social media could help students choose and declare fields of study within 
communication. Functioning on the idea of online interaction, social media 
platforms transcend existing forms of communication (Ferrucci & Tandoc, 2015). In 
addition, communication on this platform has become a staple in students’ everyday 
life. This means that students will be able to better relate to different areas of 
communication when thinking about them in association with social media. Some 
may argue that social media, due to their virtual nature, will take away the importance 
of basic forms of communication such as interpersonal or group communication. 
However, researchers have found that social media users still practice these forms of 
communication online, just that their behavior occurs more quickly and in larger 
scale (Himelboim et al., 2012; Konijin, 2008; Wu Song, 2009). On the other hand, 
students learn to appreciate basic forms of communication by critically thinking 
about their own social media usage. For example, the first author teaches a 
communication research methods course; when students are coming up with 
research topics, a great majority of them initially turn to social media-related topics. 
However, as they analyze social media usage, they begin to appreciate how 
fundamental communication practices are prevalent (or adapted in usage) in social 
media. Therefore, the students begin by using social media to branch out into studies 
examining basic forms of communication. We believe that students’ deciding 
majors/minors of study in the communication curriculum could also benefit from 
applying communication in light of their everyday communication activities on social 
media. 
Second, implementing social media in the classroom could help students better 
understand the different fields of communication as interrelated realms of study and 
practice. Social media are a form of applied communication (Hermida, Fletcher, 
Korell, & Logan, 2012) and to understand them better requires an interdisciplinary 
approach (Miller, 2011; Shirky, 2008). Social media feature several different 
components related to communication, including interpersonal relationships, group 
(community) communication, formal/informal language, literary language, rhetoric, 
images, sounds, videos, and much more. Social media could be used as a tool for 
adapting class assignments and activities to better suit the current media diet of 
students. As mentioned above, students are highly active on social media, and for 
many social media are a primary form of communication. Acknowledging this trend 
and incorporating social media for different areas of communication (e.g., self-
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representation, argumentation, writing, image-analysis) could heighten students’ 
interests as well as get their “feet wet” in each field (Ponnammal, 2016). Not only 
will social media examples enhance students’ interests, they will also function as 
gateway for the basic course instructor to elaborate on different areas of 
communication. 
Third, and most importantly, social media will help students acquire and assess 
skills they will need to develop in order to succeed in their chosen area(s) of 
communication. Students’ knowledge and skillsets required to succeed in the field of 
communication are becoming increasingly detailed and subdivided (Brumberger & 
Lauer, 2015; Lucas & Rawlins, 2015; Murranka & Lynch, 1999). Among such 
knowledge and skillsets is the ability to handle social media communication. 
Anecdotally speaking, the authors estimate that seven out of ten students who 
approach them for career advice mention that the jobs they seek require the use of 
social media. To adapt to this trend, social media are used more and more in 
communication classrooms, with numerous courses designed specifically for utilizing 
and mastering social media (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016). Social media potentially 
raises the user’s digital competency as well as skill levels in multimedia editing (Silvia 
& Anzur, 2011), communicating/writing in short, impactful language (Choi & Park, 
2014), backing up claims through web research and hyperlinks (Sellnow-Richmond, 
Spence, & Bevins, 2015), branding for marketing communication (Holt, 2016), and 
verbal communication (Burgess & Green, 2009). These skills could easily be weaved 
into a basic course via social media-related examples and assignments, which will 
help students identify and understand them effectively and efficiently. 
Moreover, social media may be useful for enhancing (or addressing) another key 
ability that is gaining importance with in the digital environment: media literacy 
(Cramer, 2015; Hedges, 2009; Tornero, 2010). Critically thinking about the origin of 
the message, how it is presented, and how others might comprehend it in the social 
media setting could help students and better understand how to analyze 
communication and its potential influences in society (Vlieghe, Vandermeersche, & 
Soetaert, 2016). Such abilities becoming more and more crucial for communication 
professionals to succeed in an era of information overload. 
While social media is a necessary adaptation for the basic course, introducing it 
should be done with care. For example, communication educators should skillfully 
practice “safe tech” (Westerman, Daniel, & Bowman, 2016) in their basic 
communication courses rather than an “abstinence only” perspective. Moreover, 
privacy should be of utmost concern on these open, accessible platforms. With this 
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in mind, we provide several recommendations on how social media can be adopted 
in the basic course: 
First, social media can be used as the virtual platform on which the course is 
administered. On the National Communication Association’s website 
(www.natcom.org), several instructors discuss ways in which social media 
applications such as Facebook or Pinterest could be used to make announcements, 
share course materials, and facilitate class discussion. Furthermore, students could 
perform group work using the connectivity and wiki-like features (Sellnow-
Richmond et al., 2015) of several social media sites. We argue that the familiar setting 
of these social media platforms eases the students’ access and navigation through 
course content. In addition, incorporating social media materials for instruction 
could be streamlined for quicker and more efficient learning. There is one caveat, 
however: The authors found in a recent roundtable discussion between teachers and 
students at the 2016 New Jersey Social Media Summit that students feel 
uncomfortable using their own personal account space to submit assignments (e.g., 
posting class-related activities on their personal pages). Therefore, we recommend 
that these pages be maintained so access can only be allowed for students and that 
they engage with class materials only on the designated class pages.  
Second, social media can be used for students’ analysis and critical thinking 
activities regarding class materials. For instance, the hybrid basic communication 
course at our university features “communication theory week”; providing applied 
examples on social media could help students understand the theories better as they 
can better relate to the communication occurring in social media. Furthermore, social 
media and their diverse nature could help students learn how communication can be 
practiced for different audiences. This in turn could lead to analyzing messages for 
enhancing media literacy skills as well. We recommend that recent and influential 
examples on major social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
YouTube, and Snapchat be used as such materials. 
Moreover, employing social media could bolster students’ sense of political and 
civic engagement. As noted by Papacharissi (2009, 2010), the digital environment 
facilitates the sharing of individual opinions; coupled with interactivity and active 
participation, these “private spheres” potentially enhance the public deliberation 
process. By thinking about the possibilities and influences of social media in society, 
students can better be guided toward engaging with social issues on social media 
platforms (Penney, 2015). 
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Finally, social media can be incorporated to enhance various communication and 
technological skills of students. By learning how to write for different audiences and 
to present messages in different formats, students can strengthen their skills to better 
prepare them for future studies and careers. We recommend using social media 
websites such as YouTube, as its creation process comprehensively requires the 
student to utilize skills such as writing, speaking, video/sound editing, performing, 
presentation, and design (Dumenco, 2014). If using the commenting/discussion 
function of social media for such assignments, we recommend that the content be 
restricted only to the class members and not made public.  
While the basic communication course should adhere to fundamental principles 
first and foremost, we argue that their students and their understanding of 
communication is in a state of flux. The “basic” in communication is increasingly 
being intertwined with social media; therefore, we argue that the basic 
communication course could better adapt to these changes when embracing social 
media for areas such as course administration, critical thinking, and enhancing 
communication-related skillsets. 
Author information 
Soo-Kwang Oh (Ph.D., University of Maryland, College Park) is an Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Communication at William Paterson University 
Jennifer S. Owlett (Ph.D., Purdue University) is an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Communication at William Paterson University 
References 
Ashley, C., & Tuten, T. (2015). Creative Strategies in Social Media Marketing: An 
Exploratory Study of Branded Social Content and Consumer Engagement. 
Psychology and Marketing, 32(1), 15-27.  
Beebe, S. A. (2013, May). Our “Front Porch”. Spectra, pp. 3, 22. Retrieved from 
natcom.org 
Bohman, J. (2004). Expanding dialogue: The internet, the public sphere and 
prospects for transnational democracy. In N. Crossley & J. M. Roberts (Eds.), 
After Habermas: New perspectives on the public sphere (pp. 131-155). Oxford: Blackwell. 
6
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 29 [2017], Art. 11
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol29/iss1/11
 104 
 
Bolkan, J. (2015, September 2). Research: 9 in 10 teachers don’t use social media in 
the classroom. Higher Education Journal. Retrieved from 
https://thejournal.com/articles/2015/09/research-9-in-10-teachers-dont-use-
social-media-in-the-classroom.aspx 
Brumberger, E., & Lauer, C. (2015). The evolution of technical communication: An 
analysis of industry job postings. Technical Communication, 62(4), 224-243.  
Bruns, A. (2008). Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life and Beyond: From Production to Produsage. 
New York: Peter Lang. 
Burgess, J., & Green, J. (2009). Youtube: Online video and participatory culture. Cambridge, 
UK: Polity. 
Carroll, B., & Landry, K. (2010). Logging On and Letting Out: Using Online Social 
Networks to Grieve and to Mourn. Bulletin of Science, Technology and Society, 30(5), 
341-349. doi:10.1177/0270467610380006 
Choi, S., & Park, H. W. (2014). An exploratory approach to a Twitter-based 
community centered on a political goal in South Korea: Who organized it, what 
they shared, and how they acted. New Media and Society, 16(1), 129-148. 
doi:10.1177/1461444813487956 
Cramer, L. M. (2015). Teaching the foundations of media literacy in the basic 
communication course. Forensic, 100(1), 13-32.  
Dafonte-Gomez, A. (2014). The Key Elements of Viral Advertising: From 
Motivation to Emotion in the Most Shared Videos. Comunicar, 22(43), 199-206. 
doi:10.3916/C43-2014-20 
Dance, F. E. X. (2002). Speech and thought: A renewal. Communication Education, 51, 
355-359. doi:doi: 10.1080/03634520216522 
Dumenco, S. (2014). What’s going on with this whole ‘YouTube stars’ phenomenon, 
anyway? . Advertising Age, 85(20), 56.  
7
Oh and Owlett: Embracing Social Media in the  Basic Communication Course: Recomm
Published by eCommons, 2017
 105 
 
Engleberg, I. N. (2016). The case for core competencies in introductory 
communication courses. Review of Communication, 16(2-3), 151-161. 
doi:10.1080/15358593.2016.1187448 
Ferrucci, P., & Tandoc, E. C. (2015). The Facebook experience: A phenomenology 
of Facebook use. Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies, 5(3), 176-
197.  
Greenhow, C., & Lewin, C. (2016). Social media and education: reconceptualizing 
the boundaries of formal and informal learning. Learning, Media & Technology, 
41(1), 6-30. doi:10.1080/17439884.2015.1064954 
Hedges, C. (2009). Empire of Illusion: The end of literacy and the triumph of spectacle. New 
York: Nation Books. 
Hermida, A., Fletcher, F., Korell, D., & Logan, D. (2012). Share, like, recommend. 
Journalism Studies, 13(5/6), 815-824.  
Himelboim, I., Laricy, R. W., Tinkham, S. F., & Sweetser, K. D. (2012). Social media 
and online political communication: The role of interpersonal information trust 
and openness. Information, Communication and Society, 13(1), 515-536.  
Holt, D. (2016). Branding in the age of social media. Harvard Business Review, 94(3), 
40-50.  
Konijin, E. (2008). Mediated interpersonal communication. New York: Routledge. 
Lingel, J., & Naaman, M. (2012). You should have been there, man: Live music, DIY 
content and online communities. New Media and Society, 14(2), 332-349. 
doi:10.1177/1461444811417284 
Livingstone, S. (2003). The changing nature of audiences: From the mass audience to 
the interactive media user. In A. Valdivia (Ed.), Blackwell companion to media studies 
(pp. 337-359). Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
Lucas, K., & Rawlins, J. D. (2015). The Competency Pivot: Introducing a Revised 
Approach to the Business Communication Curriculum. Business & Professional 
Communication Quarterly, 78(2), 167-193. doi:10.1177/2329490615576071 
8
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 29 [2017], Art. 11
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol29/iss1/11
 106 
 
Miller, V. (2011). Understanding digital culture. London; Thousand Oaks, CA. 
Morgan, M., Seaman, J., & Tinti-Kane, H. (2011). Teaching, learning, and sharing: How 
today’s higher education faculty use social media. Retrieved from 
file:///Users/ohs3/Downloads/ED535130.pdf 
Morreale, S. P., Hanna, M. S., Berko, R. M., & Gibson, J. W. (1999). The basic 
communication course at U.S. colleges and universities: VI. Basic Communication 
Course Annual, 11, 1-36.  
Morreale, S. P., Myers, S. A., Backlund, P. M., & Simonds, C. J. (2016). Study IX of 
the basic communication course at two- and four-year U.S. Colleges and 
Universities: a re-examination of our discipline’s “front porch”. Communication 
Education, 65(3), 338-355. doi:10.1080/03634523.2015.1073339 
Murranka, P. A., & Lynch, D. (1999). Developing a competency-based fundamentals 
of management communication course. Business Communication Quarterly, 62(3), 9-
23.  
Papacharissi, Z. (2009). The Citizen is the Message: Alternative Modes of Civic 
Engagement. In Z. Papacharissi (Ed.), Journalism and Citizenship (pp. 29-43). New 
York: Routledge. 
Papacharissi, Z. (2010). A Private Sphere: Democracy in a Digital Age. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 
Penney, J. (2015). Social Media and Symbolic Action: Exploring Participation in the 
Facebook Red Equal Sign Profile Picture Campaign. Journal of Computer-Mediated 
Communication, 20(1), 52-56. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12092 
Ponnammal, A. (2016). Effect of Using Internet through Social Media in Improving 
Writing Skills of the Engineering College Students. Language in India, 16(4), 43-52.  
Preece, J., & Maloney-Krichmar, D. (2003). Online communities: Focusing on 
sociability and usability. In J. Jacko & A. Sears (Eds.), Handbook of human-computer 
interaction (pp. 596-620). Mahweh, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
9
Oh and Owlett: Embracing Social Media in the  Basic Communication Course: Recomm
Published by eCommons, 2017
 107 
 
Rosen, J. (2008). Afterword: The people formerly known as the audience. In N. 
Carpentier & B. d. Cleen (Eds.), Participation and media production: Critical reflections 
on content creation. Newscastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 
Rosenberry, J. (2010). Virtual community support for offline communities through 
online newspaper message forums. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 
87(1), 154-169.  
Sellnow-Richmond, S., Spence, P. R., & Bevins, C. (2015). Social media and 
collaboration: The Wiki’s effectiveness as a classroom tool. Kentucky Journal of 
Communication.  
Shirky, C. (2008). Here comes everybody: The power of organizing without organizations. New 
York: Penguin Group. 
Silvia, T., & Anzur, T. (2011). Power performance: Multimedia storytelling for journalism and 
public relations. Chicester, West Sussexl Walden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Thumim, N. (2012). Self-representation and digital culture. Houndmills, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
Tornero, J. M. (2010). Media literacy: European experience - A comprehensive view of the media 
literacy policy in Europe. Paper presented at the European Media Literacy Expert 
Group, Malaga.  
Valenzano, J. M., Wallace, S. P., & Morreale, S. P. (2014). Consistency and change: 
The (r)evolution of the basic communication course. Communication Education, 
63(4). doi:10.1080/03634523.2014.911928 
Vlieghe, J., Vandermeersche, G., & Soetaert, R. (2016). Social media in literacy 
education: Exploring social reading with pre-service teachers. New Media & 
Society, 18(5), 800-816. doi:10.1177/1461444814547683 
Westerman, D., Daniel, E. S., & Bowman, N. D. (2016). Learned risks and 
experienced rewards: Exploring the potential sources of students’ attitudes 
toward social media and face-to-face communication. Internet and Higher Education, 
31(1), 52-27.  
10
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 29 [2017], Art. 11
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol29/iss1/11
 108 
 
Wu Song, F. (2009). Virtual communities: Bowling alone, online together. New York: Peter 
Lang. 
Yee, N., Bailenson, J. N., & Ducheneaut, N. (2009). The proteus effect: Implications 
of transformed digital self-representation on online and offline behavior. 
Communication Research, 36(2), 285-312. doi:1010.1177/0093650208330254 
 
11
Oh and Owlett: Embracing Social Media in the  Basic Communication Course: Recomm
Published by eCommons, 2017
